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organise itself in time to man its long and dilapidated line of
defence, and on June 21 the town was stormed before any relief
could be'attempted ; 25,000 men fell into the hands of the enemy
as prisoners of war, including two-thirds of the and South African
Division, and practically the whole of the 2Oist Guards, nth
Indian, and 32nd Tank Brigades. After this major disaster, which
decided the issue of the battle, General Auchinleck, who had taken
personal command of the Eighth Army on June 20, now abandoned
all hope of being able to hold the frontier defences, and ordered
a retreat to Matruh, where he hoped to hold the Axis advance with
the aid of the 2nd New Zealand Division and the Qth Australian
Division, already en route thither. But this proved impracticable
and he had to resign himself to a further retreat to the strong
position at El Alamein. As it was, the newly formed Xth Corps,
acting as rearguard, was practically surrounded at Matruh, and
extricated itself only with difficulty.
Hardly had the Army reached the El Alarnein defences, than
the ist South African Division on our northern wing was heavily
but unsuccessfully assailed, and another hostile attack in the
centre overran some important ground. For a few critical days it
appeared doubtful whether our front would hold ; but fortu-
nately the enemy's troops were now almost as exhausted as ours,
and were fighting at the end of a long line of communications
vulnerable to air attack. General Auchinleck, considering that
at this perilous juncture, attack was the best form of defence,
then launched a series of small counter strokes which, though they
brought about no major change in the general position, at least
gained time for the intensive preparations being made for the defence
of the Delta in case the El Alamein line should be forced. The arrival
of the Qth Australian Division helped to stabilise the position
in the closing phase of the battle, which then died down with our
front established between the sea and the Qattara depression.
Rommel's attempt at the invasion of Egypt, after placing the
Eighth Army in a most critical position, thus petered out into a
stalemate.
General Auchinleck's acute anxieties, however, were not confined
to his western front. The German summer offensive in Russia met
with swift and startling success, reaching the Volga at Stalingrad
and the northern foothills of the Caucasus; and for some weeks a
hostile invasion of Persia seemed to be within the bounds of
possibility. However, prospects both here and on the Western
front became less threatening; two infantry and two armoured
divisions were on their way to the Eighth Army, and though
Rommel too was getting reinforcements, he appeared unlikely to
be ready to launch an attack at the El Alamein line before the end
of August. Bv then. General Auchinleck, one of whose last acts